Weighted blankets and vests work on a principle of providing proprioceptive deep pressure. This in turn promotes the production of neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine, which modulate the central nervous system and increases parasympathetic tone. This is felt to result in changes to how children process sensory information and can be observed as reduced anxiety and overarousal.
Children with ASD frequently have sleep problems and this may have an impact on them and their families. However, we could not find any published research supporting the use of weighted blankets in these children. Despite this apparent lack of evidence, many support groups/websites are advocating their use, for example, the National Autistic Society 1 state on their website, "Some children respond well to a weighted blanket, which is made from thick blanket material like a quilt with pockets filled with beans instead of hollowfibre. The pressure of the blanket can be reassuring and it works on the same principle as the 'squeeze machine' which Temple Grandin invented to help her learn to cope with touch." On 'ASD forums' many comment on their use of weighted blankets in sleep disorders "my son is sleeping better with his and we have reduced his sleeping medication" 2 and many websites selling weighted blankets display testimonials such as "I will quote our 4 year old boy who has high functioning autism-'Wow! That's amazing, I love it'" and "My son seems to respond really well to the deep pressure." 3 We found one published report following the death of a young autistic boy in Canada highlighting potential safety issues, particularly if weighted blankets are not used appropriately. The report identified a lack of reliable evidence for both efficacy and safety of weighted blankets and vests for children with ASD. 4 There are a few small studies looking at the use of weighted vests and their effect on attention to task in children with an ASD. These studies generally found that the weighted vests did not improve attention to task. [5] [6] [7] Only one study reported an increase in attention to task and decrease in self-stimulatory behaviours in five preschool children with ASD when wearing a weighted vest compared with when the vest was removed. 8 However, a survey of American occupational therapists found that 92.2% recommended the use of weighted vests for children with ASD and about 70% reported seeing improvements in attention to task which they felt was attributable to the vests. 9 It is clear that a well-powered randomised trial is needed to identify the efficacy and safety of the use of weighted items for autistic children. We believe that a UK-based randomised crossover study is in progress at three participating centres-the Evelina Children's Hospital, Oxford Brookes University and Lime Trees Child and Family Unit-looking at effects of weighted blankets on sleep 10 and we await the results of this study with interest. In the meantime we would recommend that when clinicians are asked about the use of weighted blankets and vests they should be aware that their safety and efficacy have not been proven and ensure that parents are told this.
Clinical bottom line
▸ There is no good evidence that weighted blankets or vests have any positive outcome on sleep or attention to task in children with autism and their safety in this population has not been established. ▸ Despite this many ASD forums and support groups recommend their use and they are widely used in America. ▸ While awaiting further study, clinicians should ensure they make parents aware of this lack of evidence of efficacy and safety of weighted blankets when asked for their opinion.
